Host immunity modulates transcriptional changes in a multigene family (yir) of rodent malaria.
Variant antigens, encoded by multigene families, and expressed at the surface of erythrocytes infected with the human malaria parasite Plasmodium falciparum and the simian parasite Plasmodium knowlesi, are important in evasion of host immunity. The vir multigene family, encoding a very large number of variant antigens, has been identified in the human parasite Plasmodium vivax and homologues (yir) of this family exist in the rodent parasite Plasmodium yoelii. These genes are part of a superfamily (pir) which are found in Plasmodium species infecting rodents, monkeys and humans (P. yoelii, P. berghei, P. chabaudi, P. knowlesi and P. vivax). Here, we show that YIR proteins are expressed on the surface of erythrocytes infected with late-stage asexual parasites, and that host immunity modulates transcription of yir genes. The surface location and expression pattern of YIR is consistent with a role in antigenic variation. This provides a unique opportunity to study the regulation and expression of the pir superfamily, and its role in both protective immunity and antigenic variation, in an easily accessible animal model system.